This edition of 
Tue Demons oF THE Uprer Air 
consists of 275 copies 
numbered in Arabic and 
50 copies numbered I-L 
which are assigned to the membership 
of the Private Printers Society. 


This is copy number 


e247 


Ont Luby 


eR REE RR ER RE REREREERE LE RE REE ERLE REE ee eeeererererens 


¥ 


A ee Ne de te Be 


The DEMONS 
of the 
UPPER AIR 


ey BB I BB LE 
Fritz Leiber 
i i i i ee ee ee ee ie ie ee i i ie i i i 


Oe a a a a a a 


a 
EEE a aaa a a aa aa a a a a a 


ba ie ie ile la i Sere ere Te ee ee Te ee ee ee ee ee ee ee ee ee eS ee ee a 


© 1969 


BY FRITZ LEIBER 


The Demons of the Upper Air 


There is a whispering outside the walls, 


A thing on the roof, 
— Come from the shadows, most like a shadow, 
If But a shadow with teeth and hooking claws, 
rr, 


A whispering shadow. 

The hearts that hug the fire within 

Beat faster, move closer, 

Cowering down in their pocket of safety, 
Opposing the threat from the alien reaches, 
Pretending they do not hear the voice 

Of the thing from the thin high air. 

It whispers of battles above the low clouds, 
Of creatures nearer and creatures stranger 
Than those in the shielding house would wish; 
In penetrant treble it hummingly sings 

The challenging song of those who ride 
Where the air thins out to emptiness; 

Then its voice goes low again to tell 

Of the terrible insecurity 

Of the whirling, plunging earth. 

Let the dwellers within shut their ears, 
Stuff cranny and crack, 

Bolt shutter and door and inner door — 
There still comes a murmuring down past the fire, 
Against the smoke and the pushing heat, 
Tainting even the roaring of the fire: 

A whispering outside the walls, 

A thing on the roof. 


Solyman sought to seal us up, 

Thinking we were a book a man might seal, 
Thinking we were strange pictures 

And our racing thoughts 

But dimming words upon an ochered page. 
Lo, Solyman is dead 

And we still ride the upper air 

Above a newer Babylon. 


Upon the cold moon’s spaceward side 
Our fortress stands, the gates rust not; 
Out on the last unknown sphere 

That rings the sun, our pennon flies; 
And men still hear above their heads 
Our whistling cries, our trumpet calls, 
And see, gigantic, menacing, 

Our shadows on their tallest walls. 


True, true indeed, a book are we, 
A book that was penned by the Elder Gods, 


A book that never a man may seal. 


Above, above 

The air is thin, the sky is bright; 

Come up, soft sister, through the night. 
Around, around 

The far stars wheel, the space winds surge 
Against the dwellers on the verge; 

The sky is black, the sky is bright; 
Leave dreaming to the lower night. 
Leave, leave 

Your body to the earth, 

Your sins to hell, your plans to mirth; 
Cast, cast away 

All lesser fear 

To cumber still the cumbered sphere; 
Slip, slip 

Your silky, soft cocoon 

And shoot up to our midnight noon. 
Your soul is steel: hard, slim, and bright; 
Thrust it, o sister, through the night. 


Signs? Signs? You ask for a sign? 

These be the false signs that yet stir the mind 

To spy for the true: 

The eye of the cat and the words of the madman — 
Sudden, scattering, unlinked words; 

The cries of the screech owl, of shells, and far lightning, 
Only seeming to come from the haunts of far souls; 
The symbols bizarre of the mathematician, 

A mad arabesque that is logic to him; 

The stones and the streets of dead, desert-hid cities, 
Walked once by men commercial and civil, 

Men up to the minute, by such and no others; 


The brooding of mountains, the anger of oceans, 


The lean wind, the cold spaces, the black suns beyond suns, 


The howl of the wolf and the wing of the raven — 
Those be the false signs 

That yet prick the mind 

To hunt for the true. 


These be the true signs, if true signs there be: 

The far darting of vision that comes with creation; 

The quip of the great man sharp-tweaked by Fate’s fingers; 
The last, doubtful hints on the great heap of knowledge — 
Strange scavanger birds that plot a strange flight; 

The certainty born of practice and labor, 

But by what father none may know; 

The slipping of meditant souls from earth bodies; 

The pantherlike leap of imagination; 

Second sight, far sight, beyond all suns seeing: 

Those be the true signs, the signs of dark power, 

The signs of the far way, if such signs there be. 


Since dark first fought with brightness 

And the first-created cat wailed down 

The cry of chaos, new-coherent, 

From the upspringing, inky walls of Nifelheim, 
We have been. 


Old as are the Elder Gods, 

Yet not as they. 

We strive not, boisterous, 

To build firmaments, 

But fly, black-winged, above; 

They make the mighty music of the spheres — 
We, the shrill soaring overtones. 


The windswept, icy mountaintops of mind 
Show tracks of our sharp claws. 

Both over raging war and striving peace 
Our wing beat sounds. 

Ultima Thule is our perching place 

And to the uttermost black bound of things 
Our squadrons strive. 


Ghosts are we, but with skeletons of steel. 
As mists are we, yet in our loins a seed 

That laughs at barrenness. 

The present grips the future with our claws, 
Forgotten facts ride forward on our wings, 
And inspiration’s first faint harmonies 

Sound in our songs, while eerie far-off things 
Call out to beg us bring them down to earth. 


No one so deaf to miss our whispering, 

No realm so light-drenched but our shadows fall; 
Ho, wild, unruled allies upon the earth, 

We are your friends who ride the icy nights, 


We are the demons of the upper air. 


Ho, tramper on the road below, 

I spy the way that you must go — 

Each springing step on toward your grave, 
Each foe and friend you'll meet, each knave. 
First, there’s an inn across the hill, 

Sweet girls to sport with, wine to swill; 
Chill is the way here in the air 

And chill the part of you I bear. 


Beyond the inn’s a castle tall 

Guarded by glacis, ditch, and wall; 

Towers lift there from the snow, 

Grimly gaze on those below; 

They’re manned by things with axe and mace 
And are the Furies’ perching place. 

Yet flinch not and you'll pass ‘em by 

While ‘neath the Furies’ flocks I fly. 


Beyond, a factory city’s found 

With costly suburbs snuggled round 
And rich, sweet stench of luxury; 

A mighty marching there I see, 

Tuned to strong metal’s martial din; 
When I grin down on those rich things 
I must beat swift my black bat wings, 


For o’er that town the air is thin. 


And still beyond’s a dimmer way, 

A pit too deep for any day 

To penetrate, a landscape dark 

With inky clouds— and yet some spark 
Shows me beyond the last black streak 
An eyrie on a mountainpeak. 

A meeting place for you and me? 


A grave? Or will we see the sea? 


Ho, tramper on the road below, 

The way’s not bad that you must go; 

And there is always enough air 

To bear the part of you I bear; 

But press on strongly with long stride; 

Live, love, and laugh; swing your gaze wide; 
And do not dawdle by the way — 


Remember, I’m not in your pay. 


Be these my words 

To that which is higher, 

To that which is darker, 

To that which is swifter. 
Be message, not worship, 
Be parley, mistrusting 

The spirits of night 

And the upper-air riders. 
By all gods forsaken, 
By old thoughts ghost-ridden, 
By earth lords fear-shaken, 
By elder things bidden, 

I may not house with you 

And yet I must seek you; 

I may not school with you 

And yet I must cry you. 
Black loving and longing 
To you be my token; 


In dreams and in nightmares 
Like Bifrost Bridge crashing, 
I’ve seen your black horses 
And heard their wings clashing; 
My soul has rid with you, 
Its charger mistrusting; 
My spirit has cried out 
Your thin cries, dark lusting; 
With you I have charged 
In terror and pride 
To riddle all riddles 
In Asgard’s-ride. 
My words be a token 
To lean souls swift riding. 
My cry be a challenge 
To evils time-biding. 


Out the frost-rimmed windows peer, 

You who have arisen early; 

Mind not cold for you may see 

re rey , sos 

4 EL I x " Faint glimmering fliers spiring free 
Between last stars and leafless tree — 
Knights of the night! —and you may hear 
A fanfare from the stratosphere 


With calls like these, gnat-faint yet clear: 


“Ho, brother, is the way past Neptune clear? 
And those gaunt beasts on the galactic rim — 
Do they claw still the Elder Gods’ last gate? 
News of the airless monster chance or fate 
Drove once across the river none may swim? 
What of the Other Creatures that we fear? 
What stars tow now the planets they ruled late? 
And he who went beyond — say, what of him?” 


Eldritch words like these are flying, 
Voices through the high air crying; 
You whose sleep was too uneasy, 


You may hear them, rising, dying. 
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